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PURPOSE AND NEED
11 Purpose

Policy of the U.S. Department of the Interior Sates that managers of refuge landswith vegetation
capable of sustaining fire will develop afire management plan (FMP) (910 DM 1). The Fish and
Wildife Service' s Fire Management Handbook (621 FW 1.4-5) dates that, “ Every area with
burnable vegetation must have an gpproved Fire Management Plan.” This Environmental
Assessment (EA) explores the various aternatives in which Service policy can be carried out,
consgtent with agency direction and analyzesthe foreseeableimpactsassociated with an integrated

fire management program.

This EA has been developed to eva uate environmenta consequences of therevised FMP on the
Minnesota Valey Nationd Wildlife Refuge(Refuge) and Wetland Management Digtrict (WMD).
ThisFireManagement Plan hel psto achieve resource management goa sand objectives asdefined
i Minnesota Vdley Nationa Wildlife Refuge Environmental Impact Statement (May 1982),
Master Plan (August 1982) and the Recreetion Area and State Trail Comprehensive Plan (duly
1984). The FMPisone of many step-down plans that build upon management actions outlined
in the Refuge' s Draft Comprehensive Conservation Plan (CCP). The Draft CCP designates
prescribed burning as an important tool in maintaining and restoring grasdand, wetlands and oak
savanna on the Refuge.  This FMP is further necessary to meet Service, Departmental and
Nationd policy mandates concerning fire managemen.

1.2 Need

The FMP for the Refuge has been developed to provide direction and continuity in establishing
operational proceduresto guided| firemanagement activities. The Refuge FMPisneeded to guide
us while implementing resource management objectives as defined in our Draft Comprehensive
Conservation Plan for Minnesota Valley National Wildlife Refuge. The FMPwill be updated
as needed to comply with adl permanent management plans asthey are devel oped or modified for
the Refuge. The Refuge currently has a FMP which was developed in 1983.



The god of this FMP and the Alternatives devel oped is the management of wildland fire to:

1 Provide for the protection of life and property through reduction of hazardous fuel
buildups.

2. Provide for protection and management of grasdands and early successond habitats

required by Resource Conservation Priority species.

Implement a safe and cost effective program of resource protection and enhancement.

Reduce the probability of uncontrollable hot fires resulting from the buildup of hazardous

fuds and protect native biotic communities that are historicaly dependent on fire to

maintain ther diversty.

A~ w

The dternatives detailed in this document will accomplish these needs to varying degrees.
1.3 Decisonsthat Need to be Made

Through public and gtaff input, the Regiond Director (Region 3) of the Fish and Wildlife Service
must decide whether to select the proposed action or one of the other dternatives aspresented in
this EA. The Regiona Director must then decide whether the sdected dterndive is a a
sgnificance level that requires an Environmental Impact Statement be developed or whether a
Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI) determination can be made.

1.4  Background

Minnesota Valey NWR was established by Congress in 1976 through the Minnesota Valley
Nationd Wildlife Refuge Act (Public Law 94-466; October 8, 1976). In generd, its purposes
areto (1) provide habitat for alarge number of migratory waterfowl, fish and other wildlife species,
(2) to provide environmental education, recreationd opportunities, and interpretive programs for
hundreds of thousands of Twin Cities resdents; (3) to protect important natural resource areas
from degradation; and to (4) protect the valey’s unique socia, educationd, and environmental
assets.

The Act authorized the purchase of 9,500 acres for the Refuge. It dso acknowledged the
presence of the Minnesota Vdley State Trail and the establishment of awildlife recrestion area,
both to be administered by the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources (DNR). The specific
lands, waters, and interests of the Refuge and the adjacent recreation area were to be identified
through the devel opment of acooperatively prepared conservation plan. That plan was completed
in 1984 and has served as the basis for Refuge devel opment and management since that time. In
1984, the Act wasamended to include an additiona 2,000 acresinto the Refuge. Thisamendment
plus the addition of the Mittelstad tract (Rapids Lake Unit) in 1995 has increased the authorized
Refuge acreage to approximately 14,000 acres.
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In addition, the Refuge manages a 14 county Wetland Management Didtrict (WMD) which was
established in 1984 when the Region implemented its broad-based Partnersfor Wildlife program.
Between 1988 and 1994, several Farmers Home Administration easements within the 13-county
digrict were assigned tothe Refuge. Over 5,400 acres of fee and easement landsareadministered
as part of the Didtrict. In 2001, a fourteenth county was added to the Digtrict.

The primary purpose of the Minnesota Valey WMD is to administer a complex of wetlands,
grasdands, and the limited amount of forests that provide good habitat for waterfowl, grasdand
nesting birds, and associated species. Secondary objectives of the Digtrict include providing
wildife dependent recreation, interpretation, and environmental educeation to area citizens. In
addition, the restoration of wildlife habitats on fee, easement, and private lands contributes to the
restoration and protection of the Minnesota and Cannon River watersheds.

The wide array of both resident and migratory species found on the Refuge is due to the varied
habitat types found in the floodplain forest/grasdand/riverinewetland complex. The mix of
floodplain forest, emergent wetlands and grasdands al contribute to the species diversity of the
wildife community found &t the Refuge. Fireis a critica ecologica process in maintenance of
successiona habitats required by many species of wildlife that are of management concern within
the Region.

All dternatives consdered within this EA ded with various combinations of 3 fire types, human-
caused wildland fires, naturdly occurring wildland fires and management ignited prescribed fires.
Under dl dternatives discussed within this EA, al human-caused wildland fires and dl escaped

management ignited prescribed fires will be suppressed. The following definitions are used
throughout this document.

Suppression - All thework of extinguishing or confining afire beginning with itsdiscovery.
Management Ignited Prescribed Fire - Fre intentiondly ignited to accomplish
management objectives in specific areas under prescribed conditions identified in an
approved Prescribed Fire Plan.

Naturally Ignited Wildland Fire- Freignited by naturd means (usudly lightning)

Appropriate Management Response - The specific actions taken in response to a
wildland fire to implement protection and/or fire use objectives.

ALTERNATIVES

21  Alternativesnot Considered for Detailed Analysis



An dternative of dlowing dl firesto burn a dl timeswasinitialy considered but dismissed as not
suitable for further consderation in the development of thisproposal. Thisaternativewasrejected
because it fals to meet U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service policy in regards to potentid ligbility for
losses of life and property, as well as unacceptable environmental, socia, and economic cods.

2.2

Featuresor Actions Common to All Alternatives

Known cultura resources will be protected under dl aternatives.

Wildland fire or prescribed fire actions that result in ground disturbance are subject to
Section 106 of thenationa Historic Preservation Act. Evidenceof aprevioudy undetected
culturd resource may be encountered. If the discovery is during an emergency wildland
fire, the project leader shdl immediatdly notify the Regiona Historic Preservation Officer.
If the discovery is during a prescribed fire, the project leader shal safely suspend dll
activities on any part of the prescribed fire that would impact the cultura resource and
notify the Regiona Higtoric Preservation Officer. The Regiond Historic Preservation
Officer shall take immediate steps to have the cultura resource evauated and protected,
as appropriate, to the extent required by law and policy. This may require arranging for
aqualified professiona to vist and eva uate the Site' simportance and recommend acourse
of action. Anevauation and decision on the digpogtion of the cultura resource should be
made within 48 hours of the discovery unless the project’s schedule alows greater
flexibility. The Regiond Higtoric Preservation Officer should work closaly with the State
Higtoric Preservation Officer and, as necessary, the Advisory Council in developing and
implementing actions that take into account the effects of the undertaking on the cultura
resource. In those instances where the discovered cultural resource is subject to the
requirements of the Archeological and Historic Preservation Act (AHPA), the Regiond
Higtoric Preservation Officer should seek the guidance of the Federd Preservation Officer
before proceeding with corrective measures. If necessary, the Federad Preservation
Officer shal be responsble for contacting the Office of the Departmental Consulting
Archaeologist, Nationa Park Service, on issues concerning cultura resources protected
under the AHPA.

Refuge operations and maintenance funds (subactivity 1261) will pay the cost of these
activities unless the action is an emergency archeological and historic property survey in
unsgtable areas prone to further degradetion (i.e., erasion) following awildland fire or in
association with an emergency fire rehabilitation treetment. Emergency archeologicd and
historic property surveys in unstable areas prone to further degradation (i.e., erosion)
following awildland fire or in association with an emergency fire rehabilitation trestment,
and archeologicd, historic structure, cultural landscape, and traditiona cultura property
resource stabilization and rehabilitation can befunded with emergency rehabilitationfunding
(subactivity 9262).



2.3

Alternatives Carried Forward for Detailed Analysis

2.3.1 Alternative A - Management I gnited Prescribed Fireand Full Suppression
of Wildland Fire- The Proposed Action (No Action)

This Alternative would dlow the Refuge to use prescribed fire in pre-determined aress,
within pre-planned conditions, to accomplish specific resource management objectives.
Management ignited prescribed fires would be used by managers to reduce fud hazards
and smulate naturd fire processes. Fire hazards around Refuge boundaries would be
reduced. Thisdternative strivesto maintain the 4,649 acres of grasdand, 1,540 acres of
wet meadows and fens, 7,569 acres of wetlands and 732 acres of oak savannaand oak
woodland habitats that currently exist within MinnesotaValey NWR and WMD. Under
this dternative, al human caused wildland fires and naturd ignitions would be fully
suppressed.

2.3.2 AlternativeB - Full Suppression

The Refuge is abiding by current Departmental and Service policies that require full
suppression of dl wildland fires and preclude management ignited prescribed fires for all
refuges without an gpproved FMP. Under this dterndtive adl ignitions, including those of
both naturd and human-caused origin, would be suppressed and no management
prescribed fireswould be conducted. ThisAlternative summarizes actionsthat the Refuge
would take until we have an approved FMP (No Action Alternative).

Under thisdternativedl ignitions, including those of both natural and human-caused origin,
would be suppressed and no management prescribed fires would be conducted. Hazard
fuel reduction would be accomplished by mechanica methods to the extent practica and
congstent with land management objectives.

2.3.3 Alternative C - Management Ignited Prescribed Fire and Appropriate
Management Response to Wildland Fire

ThisAlternative, like Alternative A, would enablethe Refugeto use prescribed firesin pre-
determined areas, within pre-planned conditions, to accomplish specific resource
management objectives. Fire hazards around Refuge boundarieswould be reduced under
thisdternative. ThisAlternativediffersfrom Alternative A inthat naturaly caused wildland
fires would be dlowed to burn depending on the appropriate management response
developed from an andysis of the loca Stuation, values to be protected, management
objectives, externd concerns, and refuge objectives when the fire occurs. Suppression
would be undertaken on naturdly ignited wildland fires that threeten life, property,



resources or exceed prescription limits developed for that fire.

LikeAlternative A, this Alternative strivesto maintain the 4,649 acres of grasdand, 1,540
acres of wet meadows and fens, 7,569 acres of wetland and 732 acres of oak savanna
and oak woodland habitatsthat currently exist within MinnesotaValey NWR and WMD.

AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT
3.1  Physcal Characteristics

The mgority of the Refuge today lies within the Minnesota River Vdley flood plain. The bluffs
whichlinethevaley providethe only significant changein devation intheareaimmediately adjacent
to the Refuge. The highest of the bluffs measures 930 feet above sea leve, while the average
elevation at the surface of theriver is 688 fedt.

Most units except Chaska, Black Dog and Wilkie have some significant blufflands and uplands.
The bluffsare composed dmost entirdy of highly erodible, sandy soilswhich aredifficult to contral,
stabilize, and revegetate once disturbed.

Waterfowl production areas and easements are mainly located south of the Twin Citiesmetro area.
The predominant land use is intensive agriculture, mainly soybeans and corn.  As the metro
population increases, much of this area is being converted to suburban homes, hobby farms and
recreational areas. Remnant habitats found throughout the WMD include tllgrass prairie, prairie
pothole, floodplain forest, upland forest and oak savanna. Topography variesfrom flat agricultura
land in western Sibley County to rolling forested areas in eastern Rice County.

The Lower Minnesota River Valey is under the influence of a moist continenta climate,
characterized by cold, relatively dry winters, and warm, moist summers. Rapid fluctuations of
temperaturesarecommon. Annua preci pitation averages 28.3inches, with thewettest timesfaling
in the late spring and early summer. The average seasond snowfdl is 57.3 inches. The coldest
temperatures generdly occur in January, with lows reaching down to -35 degrees F. July isthe
warmest month, with arecord high of 108 degrees F. The frogt-free season generdly beginsin
early May and runs through late September. Prevailing wind direction varies from the NW from
November through April, to the S and SE during the remaining months. The average wind speed
i 10.5 miles per hour. The highest 1 minute blow on record was 51 miles per hour. Peak wind
gusts have been recorded up to 71 miles per hour.

3.2  Biological Resources

3.2.1 Habitat/Vegetation



The following habitat types were derived from 1997 aerid photos. Photo interpretation
was completed in 2000 and 2001. Refuge lands were ground checked during the 2000
and 2001 field season. Habitat acreages for the WMD are based on tract habitat
information in our management files. Origina habitat classficationsfollow the sandard in
the Minnesotaland Cover Classfication System. Classficationshave been combinedinto
genera habitat types to remain consstent with the Fire Management Plan and the CCP.

Individua classifications were based on a minimum detection Sze of 5 acres. Habitat
acreage includesal fee and easement landsin the WMD and dl landswithin the authorized
Refuge boundary.

Emergent wetlands comprise 7,569 acres (39%) of the Refugeand WMD. The primary
gpecies in the wetlands include river bulrush (Scirpus fluviatillis), cattal (Typha
angustifolia), arrowhead (Sagittaria latifolia), and duckweed (lemna spp). Emergent
wetlands include spring fed floodplain lake marshes that average four feet in depth and
prairie potholes ranging in size from less than an acre to 75 acres.

Our second most abundant habitat on the Refuge and WMD is grasdand. This habitat
type makes up 4,649 acres (24%) of the Refuge and WMD. The primary grasdand
speciesarebig bluestem (Andropogon gerardi), littlebluestem ( Andr opogon scoparius),
switchgrass (Panicumvirgatum), Indian grass (Sorghastrumnutans), and bromegrass
(Bromus ciliatus).

Other habitat types include 3,984 acres (21%) flood plain forest, 1,540 acres (8%) wet
meadow, 732 acres (4%) oak savanna and oak woodland, 226 acres (2%) of upland
forest, 437 (2%) acres of cropland, and approximately 63 acres (0.5%) of bare soil and
paved areas.

3.2.2 Threatened, Endangered and Candidate Species

Minnesota Valey NWR is within the range of the federdly threastened bald eagle
(Haliaeetus leucocephalus). There are severd active bad eagle nests on the Refuge.
Bald eagles commonly use the Minnesota River and associated floodplain habitats during
migration. All riparian and lacudtrine, paustrine and riverine and adjacent habitats would
be consdered suitable for bald eagles. Bad eagles have been sighted on severd WPAS
but there are no active eagle nests on any WPAS or easements.

3.2.3 Other Wildlife Species



The Refuge provides habitats for, and subsequently attracts, an abundance of wildlife
gpecies. Thirty species of amphibiansand reptiles, at least 50 pecies of mammads, and
over 250 species of birds have either been recorded or can reasonably be expected to be
present on the Refuge and WMD for a portion of the year.

3.3 Land Use

The Refuge is Stuated along 34 miles of the lower Minnesota River between Jordan and Fort
Sling in the Minnegpolis-St. Paul south metro area. 1t islocated in Dakota, Hennepin, Carver
and Scott Counties. Portions of the Refuge fdl within the following cities Bloomington, Eagan,
Burnsville, Eden Prairie, Savage, Shakopee, Chanhassen, Chaska, Carver, and Jordan. Over
three million people live within the Twin Cities metropolitan area. The WMD s located in the
fallowing counties: Dakota, Scott, Carver, Hennepin, Rice, LeSueur, Waseca, Steele, Blue Earth,
Shbley, Nicollet, Washington, Ramsey and Chisago. The predominant land use in the WMD is
agriculture and rurd residential housing. See the attached map of the Refuge and Wetland
Management Didtrict.

34  Cultural/Paleontological Resources

Approximately 2% of the Refugeand WM D hasbeen surveyed for archeological resources. There
are 32 known sites on the Refuge and no known sites on the Wetland Management District lands.
Important structures on the Refuge that may need protection during fire activitiesinclude the Jabs
farm and the Ahmiller house on the Louisville Unit and the stone house on the Rapids Lake Unit.

35 Local Socio-economic Conditions

According to the 2000 census, the population within the four counties where the Refuge islocated
is1,631,807. Withinthe 14 county WMD, thetota population inthe 2000 censuswas 2,621,438.
Land use surrounding the Refuge is urban development, rura resdentid housing and on the
upstream end of the Refuge, agriculturd. Predominant land use within the WMD s agriculture.

3.6  FirePlanning and Cooper ative Efforts

For dl management ignited prescribed fires, a prescribed burn plan is prepared that specifies the
conditions under which aprescribed fire may be arted. Minimum crew szeand training, specific



weether conditions including reaive humidity and acceptable ranges of wind speed and direction
are some of the conditions outlined in the plan. The sequence of lighting the prescribed fire aswell
as the locations of fire breaks isincluded on an aeria photo in each prescribed burn plan. Each
plan contains an operations guide which outlines crew responsbilities as well as emergency
procedures and thelocation of contingency resources such asfire departmentsor DNR crewsthat
may be able to respond in case of a problem on the prescribed fire. In an effort to increase our
capahility to respond to naturdly occurring wildland fires and have a backup plan for prescribed
fires, the Refuge maintains cooperative agreementswith severd locd fire departments. The Refuge
aso maintains contact with locd fire dispatch centers or fire departments prior to prescribed fires
and aso during any naturdly occurring wildland fires.

The Refuge maintains a trained fire crew as well as severa pieces of fire equipment that are
available for prescribed fires or wildland fire response.

ENVIRONMENTAL CONSEQUENCES

4.1  Alternative A - Management Ignited Prescribed Fire and Full Suppression of
Wildland Fire - (Proposed Action-No Action)

411 Soil and Water Resour ces

Implementation of this dternative would seek to minimize impacts on soil and water
resources by controlling the area, timing, and intensity of management ignited prescribed
fires but these impacts could not be totaly diminated. Areas of high fud concentrations
would be reduced under this dternative which would, in turn, decresse the likelihood of
extremefire events. Short-term impacts from management ignited prescribed fireswould
be greater for this dternaive compared to Alternative B and the same as Alternative C.

4.1.2 Vegetation and Fuels

Under this aternative management ignited prescribed fires could help maintain vegetation
communitiesand reduce accumulations of fuelswhich contributeto larger fires. Fireispart
of the naturad cycle which helps maintain areas as grasdand, oak savanna or early
successond wetlands.



4.1.3 Wildlife

Under this dternative, conditions favorable to fire dependent wildlife species would be
smulated but not in the exact manner created by naturd ignitions. The use of management
ignited prescribed fires would lessen the build-up of fuels and lessen the intensity of all
wildland fire types (naturdl or human-ignited). The distribution of habitat types, and the
wildife speciesthat depend on these habitats, woul d be determined by management ignited
prescribed firelocation, timing, conditions, and patterns of burning. Prescribed fire could
be implemented to simulate plant growth, remove non-native plant species, and diminate
downed fuels.

4.1.4 Endangered and Threatened Species

The effects of the fire program on federally endangered and threatened species has been
evauated in an Endangered Species Act Section 7 consultation with the Twin Cities
Ecologicd ServicesFdd Office. Initid indications arethat there would be no effect onthe
bald eagle (H. Leucocephalus), the only listed species found on the Refuge and WMD.
A copy of the Section 7 consultation is attached to the environmental assessment.

415 Cultural Resources

Known culturd resources would be protected under this and dl other Alternatives.
Higoric dructures on the Refuge will be protected during al management ignited
prescribed fires. The use of management ignited prescribed fires under this Alternative
would reduce fuels and lessen the chance of an extreme fire occurring.  The effects of
suppression activities on cultural resources would be avoided under this and dl other
Alternatives. Previoudy unknown resources discovered as aresult of fire operations will
be treated as outlined in Section 2.2.

4.1.6 Visual/AestheticAir Shed

Under thisAlternative, effects of management ignited prescribed fires could be controlled.
Short term smoke episodeswoul d still be possibleunder thisdternative, but fuel sreduction
through management ignited prescribed fires would greetly reduce episodes of severe air
pollution due to large, uncontrolled wildland fires. Because of the location of many fire
units adjacent to neighboring residences and businesses, management ignited prescribed
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fires are conducted under specific wind and westher conditions to minimize smoke
impacts. Wind and weather prescriptions for fire units located near the Minnegpolis S.
Paul Internationa Airport and maor highways are very specific interms of wind direction
and speed. Every effort is made to minimize potentid impacts on these smoke sengtive
areas. Current and predicted westher conditions are carefully considered before lighting
any management ignited prescribed fire.

4.1.7 Vistor Use/Safety

This dternative provides for the most naturd habitats for vigtor use. Dueto timing of fire
occurrence and conditions effecting fire behavior, visitors and Refuge neighbors at certain
times could be inconvenienced. Sections of the Refuge may be closed on a short term
basis during prescribed fires to provide for vistor safety. Hazards would ill be
encountered while performing suppression dutiesdueto direct flame exposure, respiratory
problems associated with smoke inhalation, and the use of equipment under conditions of

poor vighility.

4.1.8 Economic

Reductionof hazardousfud snear structuresand other capital improvementswould reduce
potentia economic lossesfrom acatastrophicfire. Use of management ignited prescribed
fires would minimize the risk of escaped fires due to the preplanning process associated
with prescribed burning. No direct or indirect economic impact (positive or negative) to
the surrounding communitiesis anticipated with this Alterndtive.

4.1.9 Cumulative Impacts

No cumulative loss of early successond habitats or contiguous forest would result a
Minnesota Valey NWR and WMD from implementation of this dterndtive.  This
dternative strives to maintain the 4,649 acres of grasdand, 1,540 acres of wet meadows
and fens, 7,569 acres of wetlands, and 732 acres of oak savanna and oak woodland
habitat. The god for habitat distribution on Refuge lands follows the philosophy of
restorationto pre-settlement conditions. Fireisused asatool to establish or managethese

habitat types.
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4.2

Alternative B - Full Suppression

421 Soil and Water Resour ces

Impacts on water qudity would be negligible with low intensity fires. Over time, with the
build-up of fuds, the chance of a severe fire would increase. Inthe event ahigh intengty
fire did occur, an increase in surface runoff leading to soil erosion and siltation could be
expected. The long-term impacts to soil and water resources is estimated to be greatest
under this dternative because a high intengty fire may cause severe erosion.

4.2.2 Vegetation and Fuels

This dternative could creste an unnatural increase in fuel conditions leading to increased
potentia for larger wildland fireswith greeter intensties. Thedimination of frequent, light-
burning fireswoul d change the composition of vegetation and dlow the hazardous build-up
of combudtible fuds. This could result in more extreme burning conditions in which
wildand fires become larger and more dangerous. Over time, as the present early
successiond vegetation is replaced by mature forest, fire behavior would be expected to
decrease. Full suppression without the inclusion of management ignited prescribed fires
would reduce species diversity by excluding fire dependent, shade intolerant species.
Important habitats on the Refuge, including oak savanna and prairie would eventudly
succeed to full canopy forest. Fens and wet meadow would aso succeed to shrub
communities. Theloss of these three fire dependent communities on the Refuge may lead
to areduction in diversty especidly in early successona plant species.

4.2.3 Wildlife

Species dependent upon fire influenced ecosystems could decline and be replaced by
species moretolerant of conditions creasted when fireisremoved asan ecologica process.
Grassand dependent species would be replaced by more forest dependent species.

4.2.4 Endangered and Threatened Species

The effects of dl Alternatives on federdly endangered and threatened speciesis currently
being reviewed in an Endangered Species Act Section 7 consultation with the Twin Cities
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Ecologica Service sFdd Office. No impactsto the bad eagle (H. leucocephalus) are
anticipated. The effects of suppression activities on endangered or threstened species
would be amilar with dl dternatives

425 Cultural Resources

Cultura resources susceptible to damage by fire could be degraded by high intensity fires
beyond the ability of suppresson forcesto control. High intensity fires are more likely to
occur under this dternative due to the accumulation of dead vegetation and downed
woody materias (excess fuels) as a result of tota fire suppression. Impacts to historic
structuresor cultural resources may be greatest under thisaternative. Previoudy unknown
resources discovered asaresult of fire operationswill betrested asoutlinedin Section 2.2.

4.2.6 Visual/AestheticgAir Shed

Thisdternative eliminates short term effects such as scorching of vegetation thet result from
smdler, and more frequent prescribed fires. Infrequent high intengity fires which could
occur over time would result in congderable changesin the appearance of affected areas.
Under thisdternative there would be ashort term reduction in the generation of particulate
emissons from firesbecause of control actions. However, thereisthe potentid for severe
episodes of ar pollution due to large, uncontrolled wildland fires.

Impacts on smoke sengitive areas such asthe arport and highways are unpredictable and
may result in complicationswith operations of thesetrangportationfacilities. Althoughlarge
uncontrolled wildland fires may be infrequent, the buildup of fuels and the unpredictable
wind speed and direction during awildliand fire may have agreater negative smokeimpact
on neighbors than any of the other dternatives.

4.2.7 Vistor Use/Safety

There are minima appreciable short term impacts on Refuge vistor use under this
dternative. Loss of fire dependent communities such as oak savanna, prairie, wet
meadows and fens may limit the ability of the Refuge to provide interpretation and
education about these habitats to the public. Open areas could be potentialy closed to
vigitor use and access during suppression activities. Wildland fire suppressionishazardous
by nature. Theinherent safety risks associated with small fires are compounded on larger,
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4.3

high intengity fires, not only for firefighters, but for the public as well. Hazards include
direct flame exposure, respiratory problems associated with smoke inhaation, and the use
of equipment under conditions of poor vishility.

4.2.8 Economic

Reduction of hazardous fuels near structures and other capital improvements through the
use of management ignited prescribed fires would not occur under this Alternative. Due
to the build-up of hazardous fudls, the threet to capitd improvements would be grester
under this dternative than under either Alternative A or C. Costs associated with the
suppression program steadily increase with the accumulation of fud. High intengty fires
potentialy would be costly to suppress and could cause economic disruptionthrough the
loss of natural resources, capita improvements, visitor access opportunities, and
deteriorated vistor experiences. Thereispotentia for anegative economic impact to loca
communities if a large uncontrollable wildfire occurs on the Refuge and fire crews are
unable to contral it before neighboring buildings are threatened or destroyed.

4.2.9 Cumulative lmpacts

A ggnificant increasein mature and contiguous forestswoul d occur through time under this
Alternative. Benefitstointerior forest migratory birdsand animaswould likely occur over
time.

Sgnificant cumulativelossof early successiona and fire dependent habitatssuch asprairie,
oak savanna, wet meadow and fens would occur. Thisaternative would lead to theloss
of over 4,500 acres of grasdand and 2,500 acres of other early successiona habitats that
currently exist within Minnesota Valey NWR and WMD.

In Minnesota, over 90% of the origind grasdands have beenlost to agricultura and urban
development activities by humans. The remaining habitat serves an important role in
maintaining populations of many grasdand dependent bird species. Over 99% of the
origina oak savannain the Midwest has been logt to development or agriculture, making
oak savannaone of therarest habitatsin the Midwest. Suppression of fireintheremaining
0ak savannas has resulted in adecreasein the biological diversity of the savannas asthese
aress succeed to mature forest.

Alternative C - Management Ignited Prescribed Fire and Appropriate
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Management Response to Wildland Fire

431 Soil and Water Resour ces

Due to the low frequency of naturdly ignited wildland fires (every 50-100 years)
anticipated under Alternative C, water quality and soil resource impacts would be
considered the same as Alternative A. Impactsfrom management ignited prescribed fires
would aso be the same as Alterndive A.

4.3.2 Vegetation and Fuels

Impacts to vegetation and fuels would be smilar to Alternative A, management ignited
prescribed fires could hdp mantan higoric vegetation communities and reduce
accumulations of fuelswhich contributeto larger fires. Theimpacts of tactical suppresson
operations againg wildland fires would be smilar to those described under Alternative A
and B.

4.3.3 Wildlife

Impacts would be smilar to option A given the infrequency of naturdly ignited fires.

4.3.4 Endangered and Threatened Species

The effects of dl Alternatives on federaly endangered and threatened speciesis currently
being reviewed in an Endangered Species Act Section 7 consultation with the Twin Cities
Ecologicd Service sFidd Office. Noimpactstothebad eagle (H. leucocephalus) are
anticipated. The effects of suppresson activities on endangered or threastened species
would be smilar with dl dterndtives.

435 Cultural Resources

The scheduled nature of burning under this dternative provides the ability to plan, locate,
and consequently avoid the disturbance of known cultura resources resulting from ether
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ignition or fire control activities. Known cultural resourceswould be protected under this
and al other Alternatives.  The use of management ignited prescribed fires under this
Alternative would reduce fuds and lessen the chance of an extreme fire occurring. The
effects of suppression activities on cultura resources would be avoided under thisand all
other Alternatives. Previoudy unknown resources discovered asaresult of fire operations
will be treated as outlined in Section 2.2.

4.3.6 Visual/AestheticgAir Shed

Under thisAlternative, effects of management ignited prescribed fires could be controlled.
. Because of the location of many fire units adjacent to neighboring residences and
bus nesses, management ignited prescribed fires are conducted under specific wind and
wesether conditions to minimize smoke impacts. Wind and wegther prescriptions for fire
units located near the MSP Internationd Airport and mgor highways are very specificin
terms of wind direction and speed. Every effort ismade to minimize potentia impactson
these smoke senditive areas.  Current and predicted westher conditions are carefully
consdered before lighting any management ignited prescribed fire.

Short term smoke episodeswoul d till be possibleunder thisdternative, but fuel sreduction
through management ignited prescribed fires would greetly reduce episodes of severe air
pollution due to large, uncontrolled wildland fires.

Smoke impactsfrom dlowing naturdly ignited wildland firesto burn are unpredictable and
may result in intense short term impacts on neighbors and visitors

Impacts on smoke sensitive areas such asthe airport and highways are al so unpredictable
and may result in complications with operations of these transportation facilities.

4.3.7 Vistor Use/Safety

This dternative provides for the natural habitats for vistor use. Due to timing of fire
occurrence and conditions effecting fire behavior, vistors and Refuge neighbors at certain
times could be inconvenienced. Sections of the Refuge may be closed on a short term
bass during prescribed fires to provide for vigtor safety. Hazards would ill be
encountered while performing suppression dutiesdueto direct flame exposure, respiratory
problems associated with smoke inha ation, and the use of equipment under conditions of

poor vighility.

16



During neturaly ignited wildland fires, this dternative may entall somedisruptive effectsto
Refuge visitors. Operationd activities could limit visitor use and access to open portions
of the Refuge. Smoke production could detract from visua enjoyment and further restrict
access on public roads and trails. Hazards associated with suppression of wildland fires
remain the same as those associated with Alternatives A and B.

4.3.8 Economic

Reductionof hazardousfud snear structuresand other capital improvementswould reduce
potential economic lossesfrom acatastrophic fire. Use of management ignited prescribed
fires would minimize the risk of escaped fires due to the preplanning process associated
withprescribed burning. Naturally ignited wildland fireshave the potentid to causedamage
to higtoric structures or buildings adjacent to the Refuge.

4.3.9 Cumulative Impacts

Cumulaive impactsfor thisdternative are the same as Alternative A given theinfrequency
of naturadly ignited wildland fires. This dterndive grives to maintain the 4,649 acres of
grasdand, 1,540 acres of wet meadows and fens, 7,569 acres of wetlands, and 732 acres
of oak savanna and oak woodland habitat. The god for habitat distribution on Refuge
lands follows the philosophy of restoration to pre-settlement conditions. Fireisused as
atool to establish or manage these habitat types.

17



Threatened Species

current condition is
expected

condition is expected.

44  Summary of Environmental Consequences by Alter native
Alternative A Alternative B Alternative C
(Proposed Action)
Soil and Water Minor short-term Periodic extremefire event | Minor short-term
Resour ces impacts from could cause severe erosion | impacts from
prescribed fires prescribed fires
Vegetation and No change from Gradud increaseinszeof | No change from
Fuels current condition is vegetation and fuds and current condition is
expected. possible severe fire activity | expected
Wildlife No immediate change | Gradud dimination of No change from
from current condition | speciesthat depend on current condition is
is expected. early successond expected
Continued vegetation.
management for fire
dependent habitats
and species
dependent on them.
Endangered and No change from No change from current No change from

current condition is
expected

Cultural Resources

No change from
current condition is
expected

Extreme fire conditions as
aresult of fud buildup may
result in damage to historic
sructures or cultura
resources.

No change from
current condition is
expected

Visual/Aesthetics/
Air Shed

No change from
current condition is
expected. Impacts
should be predictable
due to prescribed fire

planning.

Periodic extremefire
events could cause impacts
to visud/aestheticd/ar

shed.

No change from
current condition is
expected. Potentia
extreme impacts
from naturd
wildland fires.

18




reduction in valuable early
successiond and grasdand
habitats would decrease
the number of grasdand
dependent bird species
using the Refuge. Many of
these species have been
suffering continentd
declines dueto loss of
habitat.

Alternative A Alternative B Alternative C
(Proposed Action)

Visitor Use/Safety No changein vigtor Increased longterm risk to | Increased risk to
use expected and firefighting personnd but firefighting
continued current level | no changein vistor use personnd but no
of risk to firefighting expected. changein vigtor use
personnel. expected.

Economic Lower risk to Increased risk to Refuge Increased risk to
dructures on the sructures due to build-up | Refuge Structures
Refuge. No economic | of dangerous fuels. due to potentia
impact off Refuge. Potentid for anegetive wildland fire

economic impact off escape. No
Refugein the case of an economic impact
uncontrollable wildland off Refuge.

fire

Cumulative Impacts | No change from Increase in contiguous Same as Alternative
current conditions. forest onthe Refuge. The | A.

5 List of Preparers

Tom Kerr, Minnesota Valey NWR, 3815 East 80" Street, Bloomington, MN 55425

6 Coordination and Consultation With the Public and Others

During the preparation of the Minnesota Valey NWR's FMP and this EA, consultation and coordination
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occurred between this office and and severd other FWS and DNR offices. Endangered Speciesintra-
Service Section 7 consultation was completed concurrently with the review of this EA by the public. The
Intra-Service Section 7 Consultation is complete. It wasreviewed by the Twin Cities Ecologica Services
Fed Office.

Press releases about the plan and the public comment period were provided to al Twin Citiesmetro area
newspapers as well as the ten mgor newspapers in the Wetland Management Didtrict Counties. Press
releases were aso posted at seven libraries and five City Halls. A copy of the Fire Management Planwas
avalable for public review and comment at the Refuge Vidtor Center. Copies of the plan were made
available to interested parties in paper or compact disk format. A copy of the plan was provided to the
Metropolitan Airport Commission for review and comment. Copiesof the plan were dso provided to the
ten fire departments that provide fire coverage for Refuge and WMD lands. The plan and EA was
available for a 30 day comment period.

7 Public Comment on Draft EA and Response

Number | Public Comment Refuge Response
1 Hamburg Fire Chief: The Fire Chief The correction was made in the Fire
listing for the Norwood/Y oung America | Management Plan
Department should be updated.
2 Hamburg Fire Chief: The Hamburg Fire | The Refuge appreciates the offer of support.

Depatment iswilling to hdp with any The Refuge will work with the Hamburg Fire
projectsthey can. They aso help with Department this year to set up a cooperdtive
mutua aid response with other agreement.

departments that cover the Refuge. The
Hamburg Fire Department would like to
Set up a cooperative agreement with the
Refuge.
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Private citizen #1. Expressed opposition
to “the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
initiation of “prescribed burns’ inan
urban setting.  These burns have negative
impacts on the surrounding population
and properties.”

Prescribed burning is an important tool to
reduce buildup of fudsthat may lead to large
uncontrollable wildfires. Prescribed burning
isaso an important tool for maintaining and
managing many types of fire dependent
habitat such as ok savanna and ndtive
prarie. The Refuge atemptsto minimize
negetive impacts to the surrounding
population by burning under very narrow
prescriptions. Unexpected weather changes
may cause some short term smoke exposure
for some Refuge neighbors.

Private citizen #1: “ A required phase of a
prescribed burn should be advance
warning to ownersin areas that may be
affected so they can take damage-
minimizing precautions, such as dosing
windows, and to dert them to examine
their properties afterward for any
damage. In addition, an after-the-fact
canvassing of affected areas should be
conducted to inform owners of the
occurrence, prompting them to examine

their property for any resulting damage.”

The Refuge will provide press releases to
local newspapers at the start of the
prescribed fire season. It isvery difficult to
contact neighbors before and after a
prescribed fire since the unit to be burned is
usudly chosen the morning of the burn. This
is done because each burn has very specific
westher, wind direction, temperature and
other conditions that must be met before the
fireisstarted. Contacts before or after a
burn in an urban setting would require alarge
amount of staff time. Because there may be
unexpected wind shifts, alandowner who
feelsthey are affected should contact the
Refuge immediatdly. Sincethere are
occasond wildfires on the Refuge, it would
be important to determineif the damage is
caused by awildfire or a prescribed fire.
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Private citizen #1: “While prescribed
burning may have positive results for

refuge property, they are not compatible

with urban living. The unique refuge

Setting cresates unique respongibilities that

require grester precautions and
protections for Refuge neighbors.”

Minnesota Vdley is one of avery few urban
refugesin the nation. Thismeansthat it
provides a unique opportunity for alarge
metro population to enjoy the many aspects
of ahaving wildlife refugein tharr back yard
including educationd opportunities and the
chance for inner city populaionsto enjoy a
refuge experience.  This unique rdationship
between wildlife refuge and urban

deve opment will require a minimal amount
of compromise from riparian neighbors
regarding certain management actions such
asburning. Typicaly, aunit isburned once
every fiveto seven years, so ariparian
neighbor may, under aworst case scenario,
have some disturbance for a single day once
every fiveto seven years. Mogt neighbors
gppear to fed that thisisworth living
adjacent to arefuge for the remainder of the
time.

22




23



